HISTORY
listed among the dramatis personae. In the history of the American continent the struggle with the wilderness was an ever-present factor. Boiling rapids, dense forests, rocky portages--these are as much participants in the drama as the human actors. Weather, season, and topography, therefore, in any pictured story of Canada's past, should be presented with as much fidelity to historical truth as are costumes, weapons, and means of transportation. Only too often the motion picture violates or ignores the consistency of the background with the historic event; so long as the landscape offers opportunity for sensational scenic effect, the producer seems to be satisfied.
In the picture under review, the landscape setting, whether photographed on the actual ground of Rogers's route, or in similar country, is in conformity with the historic facts. Perhaps more emphasis might have been given to the character of the season (the fall of the year) when the journey took place; but otherwise the fusion of geographic and historic fact is carried out with marked Success.
Spencer Tracy gives a convincing presentation of Rogers, whose personality dominates the picture. His energy, resourcefulness, and stimulating leadership are revealed in every gesture. He never steps out of the character: his lithe, slightly rolling gait is that of a man accustomed to threading his way through tangled underbrush.
The same characteristic action is to be seen in the movements of most of the Rangers even when on parade they seem to stand with less rigidity than the professional regular soldiers. Such details give verisimilitude to the picture and to the interpretation of the story.
It might be objected that in some of the scenes on the march to St. Francis there was rather too much bustling confusion and noise to be strictly in accord with the conditions of a secret expedition. It is true that heavy whaleboats could scarcely have been carried over rugged portages in silence, but occasionally the impression was conveyed that there was enough clamour to have reached the ears of any Indian scout within a mile. It was noticeable, also, that some of the boats were loaded while being carried overland. This is hardly probable--their provisions and equipment would have been portaged separately; the boats were heavy enough in themselves.
Another minor detail of the picture strikes the observer. The Rangers, including Rogers himself, wore caps somewhat similar in shape to those worn today by the Air Force. The effect of this was to disturb the period atmosphere of the picture. The cap of the eighteenth century may have borne some resemblance to that of today, though the engraved portrait of Rogers, published in 1776, shows him wearing a cap with a semi-circular plate, like a turnedup visor, in front. But, granted that they did wear such a cap, it is doubtful whether they wore it with such a decided cock over the ear as do the airmen of 1941. In the portrait of Rogers it is set squarely on the head, and this would seem probable, in view of eighteenth-century ideas of military neatness.
The question indicates one of the difficulties attending all modern visual reconstructions of the past. Certain costume shapes, styles of furniture, methods of building construction recur from time to time. The present-day fashion for "period" atmosphere makes these shapes so familiar to us that, when used in pictures illustrating the past, they dispel the illusion by their modernity. The only way to minimize this distraction of our attention seems to be to emphasize the differences, often very slight, rather than the resemblances between the antique form and its modern adaptation. This problem of the intrusion of modern atmosphere into that of the past arose in the recent reconstruction of the Habitation of Port Royal, which called for the use of some diamond-paned windows. When planned out in the architect's elevations, they bore an incongruous resemblance to those seen in innumerable modern suburban residences. More intensive research revealed the fact that the seventeenth-century diamond pane was more like a square set on edge, and much less acute than most of those of today. The proportion and shape accordingly were changed to the older style, and the desired feeling of the period was retained. In the case of the Rangers' cap, it is possible that if in the picture it had been set squarely on the head, the association with the modern flier would not have been aroused; if wear it they must, they should have worn it "with a difference." North West Mounted Police is a horse of another colour, in'fact,.
very much of a piebald. Whoever is responsible for the breed is something of a genius, a motion-picture-Burbank. Only a genius could have evolved from historic facts such a masterpiece of misinformation. If the Police, as is reported, assisted the producers in some of the scenes, they must be appalled at the way in which their co-operation has been abused to travesty the facts of history.
The colour photography and technical production are excellent; which makes it all the more deplorable that such beautiful work should be wasted on such lying and sentimental trash. The landscape setting, though beautiful in itself, is altogether wrong--pine forests, mountains, rapids, and waterfalls, taken apparently in the neighbourhood of Banff, hundreds of miles from the Saskatchewan prairies, and entirely different from the characteristics of the country where the events took place. The fight at Duck Lake, the preliminary episode of the rebellion, is made its decisive climax. The engagement actually took place while the snow was still on the ground, and the government force travelled in sleighs. In the picture the rebels, including a large contingent of Indians (who were not present in any number), lie in ambush in the full foliage of summer. The pictorial casualties on both sides suggest that the producer either has no faith in historical records or that he has an inordinate thirst for blood. If the Mounties always get their man, the producer certainly gets several of them, including their commander, who dies a heroic death. The Mounted Police reports state that Inspector Crozier led his defeated force from the field with the loss of three constables and several volunteers killed; but the movie man is not to be fooled with stories like this or to content himself with such inadequate results when he says "Shoot," and his camera gets into action.
His greatest triumph, however, is his masterly use of the Gatling Gun. With it he rips history to tatters. According to the picture, it was employed by the M•tis at the outbreak of the Rebellion, and not by General Middleton later at Batoche, as orthodox history would have us believe. And it was not worked by the American Captain Howard, but by the villainous American whisky trader who was debauching the Indians, in spite of the ten years' work of the Mounted Police, whose reports assert that by 1877 the evil traffic was practically suppressed.
Big Bear, whose pursuit we are taught prolonged the military operations until well into the summer, on the contrary, thanks to the researches of the motion-picture experts, is shown to have been converted from his evil ways at an earlier stage by the persuasive heroism of the Mountie leading man and his Texas Ranger ally, one of the hitherto unknown warriors of history, now revealed to the world as Gary Cooper.
It is all very ridiculous; but it is also very deplorable. Historical truth has difficulty enough in penetrating the popular mind, without the additional confusion produced by such distortions so attractively and so vividly presented. Apparently, if the story deals with past events, the producer thinks that it does not matter how it is treated and that it has no bearing on the life of today. He believes in letting the dead past bury its dead, so long as he can provide plenty of corpses. But things of this kind are a serious menace to the public welfare, a kind of treason, in these days when democracy needs above all things to be well informed.
It is gratifying to know, if report be true, that the public response generally in Canada has been unfavourable. When producers realize that falsehood is unprofitable we shall have fewer distortions of history in motion pictures. The role assigned to him was wooden and unsympathetic; but good Liberals will realize that he too was a human being, though less exuberantly picturesque than his rival, and will feel that an equally good story might be made of the wifely devotion of Mrs. Gladstone. Visually the picture is a most satisfactory production, and it is a welcome relief to find a scenario which, in spite of some melodramatic fervour, has coherence, intelligent selection of incident, and a general fidelity to historic fact. Some general conclusions seem to emerge from a survey of these recent pictures. Unquestionably the quality of visual presentation has improved enormously during the last few years. Details of costume and setting show an accuracy that gives evidence of very considerable research and the employment of expert advice. In many instances such details, in addition to being true to their period, are also true to their locality and to the special circumstances that modify and affect them. We seldom see today such incongruities as passed uncriticized a few years ago, when a pioneer home could be furnished with Sheraton chairs, and ball-room costumes could promenade unscathed through a pictorial wilderness. The critical faculty of the public has become more exacting, its historical intelligence is better informed, and the average moviegoer senses the anachronism in the general atmosphere, though he may not be able to specify the particular error. In the main, I think the social historian may count the historical motion picture as a valuable ally in the diffusion of popular education regarding the everyday life of the past.
When we turn to the consideration of the scenario, we inevitably encroach somewhat upon the field of literary and aesthetic criticism, which lies outside the scope of the present review. But the theme is so inextricably interwoven with the presentation, the historic fact is so often an integral part of the problem of the scenario and affects it so strongly, that historic truth and artistic effect cannot be segregated. And in historical subjects, truth is not only stranger than fiction; it is frequently more artistic. So far as plot or story are concerned, current historical motion pictures seem to divide themselves into two main types: those in which purely fictitious characters occupy the principal roles, and those which are based on actual historical personages, such as Lincoln, Nelson, Disraeli, etc. The latter picture-biographies generally are true to fact in the details of their visual presentation and in the larger outlines of their life patterns. For the most part they follow the orthodox versions of the characters and the events of their careers; they may be somewhat sentimentalized, and their psychological analysis may not be very acute or profound, but we are spared serious distortions. So much cannot be said for many of the historical movies built around fictitious leading characters. Here the producer too often lets himself go, with unfortunate effect on the larger aspects of history. Even though the events may not be travestied or falsified so grossly as in North West Mounted t•olice, almost invariably they are conceived and interpreted according to certain supposedly popular ideas and sentiments, or in conformity to certain so-called artistic conventions. The dead hand of the Hollywood formula only too frequently strangles both originality of plot and the realistic truth of history. The costumes are more authentic than the motives or forces that move the actors who wear them; the outward trappings are studied more profoundly than the underlying psychology.
We may not expect nor desire an undue infusion of the "philosophy of history" in popular entertainment, but something more approaching realistic common sense would be a welcome change from the outmoded romance and sentimentality that seem to pervade a motion picture as soon as it dons the clothes of yesterday. Let us hope that the conscientious study, the research devoted to the reconstruction of the visual details may extend into the domain of the scenario. We shall then have historical motion pictures of a more illuminating, a more penetrating character. The biographical movie is a step in that direction. Historical fiction and drama have opened wider possibilities in such works as Tolstoi's War and t•eace, and Hardy's The Dynasts. The technical resources of the motion picture may yet be developed, without sacrifice of human interest, so that the real protagonist of the drama of history, the period itself, and its life forces, shall be more clearly revealed. CHARLES W. JEFFERYS York Mills, Ontario.
